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Quick, the patient is bleeding and we need blood NOW!  Unfortunately, this is a phrase that you 
will be hearing in practice.  Fortunately, you can plan ahead and try to be prepared.  Start by 
asking yourself the following questions. 
 
Just what do I need to be prepared for transfusions in practice? 
 
Basically you need blood products, either purchased or prepared in your clinic, and a few 
supplies.  The trick about transfusions is to be proactive, and to not be caught unprepared when 
that patient in need shows up on your clinic doorstep.  
 
Can I quickly purchase the blood products needed? 
 
The key word here is “quickly”.  There are commercial banks in a number of large cities in the 
United States, but they do run out of blood products, and it can take up to a week or even more to 
receive a shipment.  Then what would you do?  Some hospitals use a combination of in house 
donors and products that can be ordered.  Two of the larger commercial blood banks for ordering 
products are: 
 
Hemopet ( www.hemopet.org )      714-891-2022 
 
Animal Blood Resource International ( www.abrint.net )   800-243-5759 
 
These banks can supply whole blood, plasma, and packed red blood cells.  Because shipping can 
take time, the trick when using these banks is to purchase products before you need them, i.e., 
keep a bag of plasma in the freezer and some red blood cells in the refrigerator.  Since most red 
cell packs only keep for about 4-5 weeks, it may be difficult or expensive to do this.  Check with 
the emergency clinics in your city, as some of these clinics store blood products and are willing 
to sell them on an as-needed basis.   
 
Even if you use these blood banks, a critical patient can quickly wipe out your available products 
and it is still a good idea to have access to both a canine and feline blood donor. 
 
Do I really need blood donors? 
 
For those veterinary clinics interested in having canine and/or feline blood donors, an assessment 
of need is probably the first step.  What is the availability of blood products in your area?  Can 
you easily send a patient needing a transfusion somewhere else?  Do you need donors only to 
supplement your supply from commercial veterinary blood banks, for emergency use only, or do 
you plan on more routine use from your own donors?  How often are you currently using blood 
products?  Remember that most volunteer donors are collected every 2-3 months, so you will 
always need backup animals during the post collection recovery period of other donors.   

http://www.hemopet.org/
http://www.abrint.net/


So how do I get my own blood donors? 
 
Donors can be inpatient animals or “volunteer” donors.  Inpatient donors are those donors that 
we keep on the premises, usually for emergency situations.  Often these donors belong to 
personnel at the hospital, or in some cases are “rescued” animals that have no other home (more 
common with cats).  The obvious advantage to these donors is their availability; the disadvantage 
is that they may be taking up kennel or cage space and may be more exposed to infectious 
disease in a hospital setting. 
 
Outpatient donors, also known as volunteer donors, are generally client owned patients brought 
in for emergency blood draws.  Volunteer animals may also be brought to the clinic for 
scheduled donations, when the blood is collected and then processed and stored.  Use of 
volunteer donors can create a positive image for the clinic, however, there are some minor risks 
associated with donation and clients can be difficult to find and/or schedule. 
 
What is the best way to recruit and retain donors? 
 
If you have no obvious staff or client owned donors readily available, you may need to do more 
active recruitment.  In hospital advertising, such as brochures or posters in the lobby, can alert 
clients to the need for blood donors.  Emergency clinics representing a group of clinics can rely 
on those clinics to advertise for them.  Currently enrolled blood donors can wear collars or coats 
that identify them as donors, which attracts interest if they travel outside the home.  Once a 
program is started, local newspapers or even television can call attention to the need for blood 
donors, and the hospital may benefit indirectly from that.  Veterinarians can donate speaking 
time to various breed clubs, explaining the need for blood donation.  Being creative is a plus 
when it comes to recruitment of veterinary blood donors! 
 
Before proceeding with a potential donor, you need to be sure that you have “buy in” from the 
owners to have their animal in a donor program.  Are the owners willing to bring the donor in 
when needed?  Will they be in the area for at least 2 years (allows one to recoup some of the 
costs involved in screening and maintaining donors).  Are there other pets in the household?  Are 
they willing to allow clipping of the neck area?  Will they maintain the animal in good health 
(indoor cats only, dogs not allowed to freely roam)?  Do they fully understand all risks involved?  
This latter question is especially important if you are looking for volunteer cat donors, due to the 
risks of anesthesia.  Also, many donor programs provide free vaccines, food, etc., for the donors.  
In my experience, it is best if donor owners are in the program out of need to help other pets, 
rather than just needing free supplies. 
 
Once selected, donors need to be retained.  Retention of blood donors is easiest when the client is 
well informed about the entire collection procedure and is not expecting an abundance of 
“perks”.  A consent form which explains the blood collection procedure, requirements of client 
and animal, benefits, and risks should be signed by the client, with a copy retained by both the 
client and the veterinarian.  It is not always easy for clients to bring in their animal for donation, 
and every effort should be made to make the clients and their animals feel welcome.  A dog 
which has to be dragged in for donation will probably not be a donor for very long!  
 



What type of animal makes the best donor? 
 
Small animal blood donors are usually large dogs or cats (>60 lb for dogs and >10 lb for cats) 
with a calm disposition.  Smaller dogs (~40 lb) can be used, but only if you collect smaller 
amounts of blood and use smaller collecting bags.  Donors should preferably be 1-6 years of age, 
especially if you plan on using them for at least a few years.  Dogs and cats with a readily 
accessible jugular vein (one not hidden by musculature or fat) are a plus.  Ideally these animals 
have no previous history of receiving transfusions. 
 
Once a donor has been selected, what type of health screening do I need to perform? 
 
All dogs and cats should be blood typed and screened for infectious disease before donation.  
Ideally, both a DEA 1 negative and a DEA 1 positive donor dog should be available.  Blood 
typing cards or kits which type for DEA 1 can be obtained through the commercial veterinary 
blood banks.  Dogs negative for DEA 1 can have further typing done through a typing laboratory 
such as Animal Blood Resources International.  The ideal, “universal” donor dog is negative for 
DEA 1, 3, 5, and 7 (Note: typing for DEA 3 is currently not available).   
 
Blood typing cards or kits (I recommend the Alvedia kits) are also available for cats, and these 
cards can identify blood types A, B, and AB.  Although most cats are blood type A, some 
purebred cats will have a higher incidence of having type B blood and locating a type B donor 
can thus be helpful. 
 
Dogs and cats should also be screened for blood borne infectious disease agents.  There is a nice 
article on infectious disease screening that can be obtained at 
http://www.acvim.org/Publications/ConsensusStatements   (Just look for the 2016 consensus 
statement).  In general, dogs should be heartworm negative, and should be screened for Ehrlichia 
canis, Babesia canis, Mycoplasma haemocanis, Brucella canis, Anaplasma phagocytophilum, or 
whatever else might be in your area.   Cats should also be heartworm negative, and should be 
screened for FeLV, FIV, Mycoplasma haemofelis, and Bartonella spp.  Screening for other blood 
borne infectious disease agents may also be necessary, depending on your location/environment.  
Donors should also be given routine physicals, be current on vaccinations, and have normal 
CBCs, chemistry profiles, urinalysis, and fecals.  Much of the money spent to set up for 
transfusions is invested into your donors! 
 
What type of maintenance health care is needed for my blood donors? 
 
Once donors have been selected, at least annual maintenance health care should be performed.  A 
young, healthy donor can continue in a donor program for several years, so regular attention 
needs to be made to their health status.  Donors should be kept current on routine immunizations.  
Annual health examinations, in addition to examination at the time of donation, should be 
performed.  Annual CBC, chemistry profiles, urinalysis, and fecals should be performed.  
Testing for infectious disease, beyond the initial selection testing, is dependent on any travel the 
donor may have done, the geographic area, and what preventative therapy (heartworm, flea and 
tick preventatives) has been used.  Testing for serum iron, serum ferritin, TIBC, and iron 

http://www.acvim.org/Publications/ConsensusStatements


saturation can be considered if the donor has been used more frequently than every 2 months 
(dogs) or every 3 months (cats). 


